Implications of our current understanding of learning by De Corte, Erik
Implications of our Current 
Understanding of Learning
Erik DE CORTE
Center for Instructional Psychology and Technology 
(CIP&T)
University of Leuven, Belgium
OECD-CERI Seminar
Innovative Learning Environments
The Reader on Learning
Paris   24 November 2009
• The advent of the scientific study of learning in the 
beginning of the 20th century induced high 
expectations concerning its potential contrtibution 
to the improvement of educational practices 
• However, to the contrary, throughout the 20th 
century the relationship between research and 
practice has been rather awkward and consequently 
not very productive 
• I argue that the dominant current perspective on 
learning in educational settings can productively 
guide the design of innovative learning 
environments (ILE)
A dominant current perspective on learning  
that can guide the design of ILE
• Adaptive competence: the ultimate goal of learning 
in schools, i.e the ability to apply meaningfully 
learned knowl. and skills flexibly and creatively in a 
variety of contexts (as opposed to routine expertise) 
• Requires acquisition of several categories of cogn., 
affect. and motivat. components:
* well-organized, flexibly accessible domain knowl.
* heuristic methods
* metaknowl. about cogn. functioning and about    
motivations and emotions
* self-regulation skills (cogn. and motivational)
* positive  beliefs (epistemic and motivational)
Traditional teacher-directed learning: not the 
most and certainly not the only appropriate 
way in view of achieving adaptive 
competence (AC)
To support progressive acquisition of AC novel 
classroom practices and cultures are needed 
that create the conditions for a major shift 
* from the dominance of direct teaching
* toward the balanced and integrated use of   
structure and guidance by the teacher 
where and when needed, combined with 
substantial opportunities and space for 
self-regulated and self-determined 
learning by students
Taking also into account the importance of contextual
and social aspects impacting learning, this
involves that learning from instruction in schools
needs to embody more than was traditionally the 
case the following characteristics of learning:
* Constructive 
* Self-regulated
* Situated
* Collaborative
building thereby on students’ prior knowledge and 
taking into account individual differences
This CSSC view integrates the acquisition and
participation metaphors of learning (Sfard, 1998), or the 
individual and social aspects of learning (Salomon & 
Perkins, 1998)
Parrying challenges to constructivist  
approaches to learning from instruction
• Criticism on on the constructivist perspective:
* focus on pure discovery learning with minimal 
guidance
* ignoring the structure of the cogn. architecture
* plea in favor of direct instruction
• The critics mistakenly equate constructive learning 
with pure discovery learning
Constructive learning can be/needs to be guided and 
mediated through appropriate interventions
Mayer (2004): guided discovery > direct instruction
Need to base educational policy and practice 
on evidence of the learning sciences
• Importance of public health: medical practice should 
be based on solid scientific research
• To guarantee the future welfare and well-being of 
people in our Western world education is of utmost 
importance: 
Therefore it should also be research- or 
evidence-based
The more because it consumes a very 
substantial amount of tax money
• The Reader shows convincingly that we have now a 
research-based understanding of learning
Educational Practices Series
joint venture of 
* the International Academy of Education (IAE), and 
* the International Bureau of Education (IBE, Geneva)
A highly successful series of short publications that 
present the results of well–established bodies of 
research in easy–to–read booklets 
Results of intervention studies should not 
be overrated in terms of their contribution 
to the innovation of classroompractices 
Perspective of the Cognition and 
Technology Group at Vanderbilt (1996) 
concerning the interplay between theories 
of learning and educational practice
Figure : LTC (Looking at Technology in Context) Framework
(Cognition and Technology Group at Vanderbilt, 1996)
Progress was thus made, but the “great 
disconnect” (Berliner, 2008)  remains:
“Toward the end of the twentieth century, learning in 
real-world contexts began to be studied more earnestly 
(Greeno, Collins, & Resnick, 1996), but, sadly, such 
research still appears not to be affecting practice very 
much.” (p. 306)
Causes:
* Conceptions about what constitutes the act of 
teaching are stable and fixed, and thus, hard to 
change
* Classrooms are very varied and complex settings: 
it is therefore unlikely that research findings can 
be translated in recipes that “fit all”
Research evidence shows that introducing textbooks 
and materials based on a new perspective on learning 
and teaching does not easily and certainly not 
automatically result in a high-fidelity implementation of 
the innovative ideas 
Teachers play an active role in the implementation of 
curriculum materials: they interpret - often 
unconsciously – the new ideas through their prior 
knowledge, beliefs, and experiences
Teachers are likely to reject new ideas that conflict with 
their current ideas and beliefs about learning and 
teaching unless, as part of professional learning, their 
existing understandings are engaged
(there is evidence that teachers’ beliefs do not 
converge with the constructivist-oriented view)
Without such engagement, teachers are likely to 
dismiss new strategies as unrealistic an d 
inappropriate for their particular practice context
Similarly, they are likely  to reject new content as 
irrelevant
Educ. research is struggling with the problem of bridging the gap 
between theory/research and educational practices
Enduring challenge: models to transfer research-based 
knowledge about L & T to educational professionals in view of 
high-fidelity implementation in classrooms 
Most important and indispensable condition for success lies in 
the training of teachers
* fundamental reform of initial teacher education based on 
the innovative ideas and practices 
* intensive system for sustained staff development of 
teachers who are in-service is required 
Indeed, we should realize that implementing novel powerful LEs 
requires drastic changes in the role of the teacher, and especially 
also in their beliefs about learning and teaching
Teacher professional learning
• To make significant changes in practice teachers 
need time and multiple opportunities in a variety of 
activities (e.g. modeling, coaching) to learn new info 
and grasp its implications for practice
• Teachers need to develop SR skills that will enble 
them to monitor and reflect onn the effectiveness of 
changes they make to their practice (reflective 
practitioner)
Active leadership: key role in organizing and 
promoting teachers’ engagement in professional 
learning opportunities
External expertise: necessary to challenge existing 
assumptions and beliefs and te develop the kinds of 
new knowledge, skills and beliefs associated with the 
new concept of learning
Maintaining momentum in professional learning in view 
of the sustained implementation of novel LE
